W hen I finally faced the man who had given me such a hard time in court, somehow I was unable to feel much resentment. Squeezed into a witness box in the Queen's Bench Division of the Royal Courts of Justice in London, waiting to be crossexamined by my opponent -standing just an arm's length from me -my prevailing impression was one of farce.
about the inappropriateness of my queries, or when threatening legal action -he was more direct. And then there were the e-mails from his supporters, or people who claimed to be his supporters, which accused me of impertinence and conspiracy, and warned that I would have to "carry the responsibility of my actions". It later emerged that the named senders of the e-mails did not exist. The judge found that the e-mails were, however, sent with El Naschie's knowledge or with his authority.
Nature made it clear that it stood by my article, so unless El Naschie dropped his legal complaint, it was evident that the situation would end for me in the intimidating environment of a foreign court. For the better part of three years, the looming trial was perhaps more disquieting for my wife and my family than it was for me personally. And yet, it was the first time in my career as a science journalist that I had seen the darker side of a profession I had always enjoyed. I am German and, as English farces go, this was far from a pleasant experience. English litigation is a long and costly process that could almost have been designed to bludgeon a defendant into submission. Still, unlike other science journalists, such as Simon Singh, who had previously had to go through the libel ordeal on their own, I was in the comparatively comfortable situation that my employers had the resources, the stamina and the willpower to take the case on.
Preparing for the trial ate up weeks of my time. I drafted and re-drafted my witness statement. Hours and days passed with me trying to recall and record the content of conversations and considerations and decisions made many months ago.
It was a daunting task, but in doing it I began to realize that the importance of what was happening went beyond me and my story of a rather low-profile journal and its somewhat freewheeling editor.
The bigger picture, I believe, is that this case demonstrates once again how English libel law can stifle justified discourse, including open scientific discussion. The burden of proof falls too heavily on the defendant to prove what they said was true, not on the accuser to show that it is false. The law is therefore more likely to stifle free speech and suppress legitimate criticism than defend the interests of science or society at large. As a matter of fact, England's antiquated libel law has become a liability for the country and, in the age of online journalism, a nuisance to the world. If my experience helps to get it changed, it will perhaps have been worth every second. ■ WORLD VIEWA personal take on events
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